This article questions whether readings of Francis Veber's Le Placard (2001) as simply a parody of political correctness have tended to overlook the allegorical significance of its depiction of a middle-aged executive forced to pretend to be gay, simulating libidinal investments he does not in fact possess, in order to protect his job. It argues that the film merits re-interpretation as being not only a parody of political correctness but also a powerful allegory for the increasing demands placed on employees to invest their most personal affects and aptitudes in their work. Drawing on the work of Yann Moulier Boutang, the article interprets such demands as symptomatic of a regime of 'cognitive capitalism', in which 'immaterial' forms of labour represent the primary source of surplus value. The article thus offers an alternative reading of the film's treatment of questions of work, gender, sexuality, family, and nation, before situating Le Placard in the context of a broader range of recent French filmic representations of the contemporary workplace.
emotions and libidinal investments he does not in fact possess, in order to hold on to his job. Godard's focus on prostitution in Deux ou trois choses… reflects less his interest in the exploitative realities of sex work in 1960s France, than his conviction that prostitution could serve as a powerful metaphor for the ways in which the authentic desires of French citizens were being solicited and exploited by the multiple discourses of advertising and mass consumerism unleashed in the era of Gaullist economic modernisation. 2 In what follows, I want, in similar vein, to explore the possibility that Veber's focus on his protagonist's sexuality may have relatively little of interest to tell us about the realities of gay politics in France today. Rather, Pignon's need to feign a gay identity in order to avoid redundancy may prove more revealing when read as an allegory for the kinds of demand made of workers in the straightened economic conjuncture of the new millennium, a conjuncture very different to that of the 'trente glorieuses' depicted in Deux ou trois choses…. To this end, and despite their very obvious differences in terms of genre, form, and political orientation, Godard's film can serve as a useful initial point of comparison and contrast in any analysis of Le Placard's potential significance as an allegory of the excessive demands made of workers in the contemporary French workplace. Before analysing Veber's film in any detail, it will be necessary to sketch in some of the differences between the economic conjuncture represented in Godard's film and the rather different economic circumstances that form the backdrop to Le Placard. This sketch will necessarily be somewhat schematic. Thus the two models of economic organisation, division of labour, and wage relation offered here are best understood as idealtypes, idealised models of developments that are surely more uneven and contradictory in reality, models which, nonetheless, can serve an important heuristic function in crystallising the nature of broader, albeit more variegated trends or shifts.
In its focus on the way in which mass consumerism was soliciting and exploiting the desires of the citizens of 1960s France, Deux ou trois choses… partakes of a much broader trend in critical representations and theorisations of the period, a trend evident in the currency of the trope of 'colonisation' to describe these processes. Thus, at the opening of his 1962 study L'Esprit du temps, Edgar Morin announced the dawning of the era of 'la seconde colonisation', which would no longer be 'horizontal', spreading out from the European metropolis to conquer foreign territories, but 'vertical', penetrating 'la grande Réserve qu'est l'âme humaine' (Morin 1962:11) . This trope would be taken up by both Henri Lefebvre and the Situationists, in the form of their various laments at the 'colonisation de la vie quotidienne' and would culminate in the latter publishing a tract in May 1968 that included amongst its revolutionary demands a call for 'la décolonisation totale de la vie quotidienne' (Anon 1968:271) .
This trope of the 'colonisation' of the soul or of everyday life, like Godard's metaphor of prostitution, thus expressed the sense that, in these years, the sphere of consumption was characterised by the constant solicitation and exploitation of consumers' most intimate desires, affects, and investments. The sphere of consumption was thus typically figured as a realm of excessive and inauthentic, because extorted, desires. By contrast, influential accounts of the world of work or sphere of production, from the same period, tended to characterise this realm in diametrically opposed terms. (Lallement 2007:271) . One striking manifestation of this shift is the increasing recourse, in accounts of the contemporary workplace, to that trope of 'colonisation', whose use had previously been reserved for the description of the realm of consumption. Thus, Michel Kokoreff and Jacques Rodriguez (2012:113) argue that the ultimate goal of contemporary management practices is to 'coloniser la psychologie des salariés: faire en sorte que le travail ne soit plus vécu comme une nécessité ou une contrainte, mais comme une façon de satisfaire ses désirs et de construire son bonheur'. Vincent de Gaulejac (2009:118) employs the trope in a more restrictive sense to figure the steady incursion of work into private or leisure time as 'une colonisation progressive de l'espace-temps intime par des préoccupations professionnelles'. For Frédéric Lordon (2010:110) , meanwhile, demands made of Indian call centre workers that they feign an American identity in their conversations with their clients represent 'la colonisation de leur personne'. Lordon also applies the metaphor of prostitution to the workplace by arguing that contemporary workers are being asked to produce the equivalent of the 'girl friend experience' offered by those sex workers who promise their clients they will simulate the level of interest, love, and commitment a real girlfriend would show (109-111).
As we have noted, in the 1960s these tropes of 'colonisation' and prostitution were typically employed to describe a sphere of consumption characterised by an excess of artificial affect or inauthentic desire and defined in opposition to a sphere of production marked by the dispiriting absence of any such desires or affects. It seems that by the new millennium some kind of slippage had taken place, whereby tropes previously reserved to descriptions of the realm of consumption were now being regularly employed in analyses of the sphere of production. enquire into what kind of a person they are; in so doing, it is to seek to impose or produce a particular kind of identity or subjectivity, that of the worker as, to use Michel Foucault's term, 'un entrepreneur de soi', someone required constantly to nurture and manage their stock of 'human capital' (Foucault 2004:221-44) .
Clear evidence of the increasing importance attached to his kind of 'évaluation des compétences' is provided by the fact that in 1998 the French employers' organisation, the Medef, dedicated its 'journées internationales de la formation' to the theme 'Objectif compétences'. Indeed, Medef's then President, Antoine Seillière, placed this new focus on 'compétences' at the heart of the 'révolution managériale' he was advocating (Reynaud 2001) . Catherine Paradeise and Yves
Lichtenberger (2001) Although the system of wage control initiated by the 'arrêtés Parodi' would only last until the beginning of 1950, the 'normes de salaire' and professional hierarchies on which these were based lasted for several decades (Saglio 2007:53) . This 'modèle de la qualification' began to come under pressure with the global economic downturn of the 1970s and in the face of a number of developments -disaffection of workers at both the rigidity of professional hierarchies and the mindlessness of the tasks they were expected to perform; customer dissatisfaction at the standardised and low quality products of Fordist mass production; falling rates of profit in the face of worker demands for better pay, rising energy costs after the first oil crisis, the waning of the initial productivity gains achieved by the adoption of Fordist manufacturing techniques, and the growing pressure of international competition.
The 'modèle de la compétence' thus emerged in response to these challenges as way of ensuring increased responsiveness to the market, as well as greater Secondly, the fact that Pignon must pass as gay, must simulate a series of desires and libidinal investments in order to hold on to his job, betraying his authentic sense of self as he does so, acts as a powerful allegory for the negative effects of the 'colonisation' of workers' private selves by the demands of the contemporary workplace. In pretending to be gay, the film implies, Pignon is engaged in a self-betrayal, a prostitution of his authentic desires and emotions as profound as that involved in the 'girlfriend experience', which Frédéric Lordon uses as an analogy for the exploitation of workers' most intimate desires, affects, and sense of self under contemporary capitalism.
Thirdly, the effectiveness of Pignon's strategy turns on the issue of 'immaterial' value. Once they believe him to be gay, Pignon's bosses decide they must retain him not because of the tangible skills or knowledge he brings to their firm. Rather, they fear the damage that sacking him would cause to their brand image amongst the gay community; they thus hold on to Pignon in order to protect the 'immaterial' value of their brand, itself the product of years of 'immaterial labour' in the form of design, marketing, and public relations.
Significantly, it is the firm's Head of Public Relations who explains to the PDG why, once Pignon's supposedly gay identity has been revealed, they can no longer sack him.
Finally, the film's satire on the politically correct ethics that underpin the firm's decision not to sack Pignon rests on an implicit lament at the manner in which such political correctness has eroded an older French republican division between the public and private selves of the citizen. This apparently specifically political point also possesses an allegorical significance inasmuch as the erosion of the public-private split implicit in the politics of sexual identities and political correctness is strictly analogous to the erosion of the public-private split inherent to the 'modèle de la compétence', in which employers seek to elicit, evaluate, and exploit aptitudes and attitudes that would previously have been considered part of their workers' private lives and selves. In all these ways, then, Le Placard can be read not simply as a parody of political correctness but simultaneously as a satire on the exploitation of 'immaterial labour' under cognitive capitalism. Yet such an interpretation leaves unresolved one of the film's central paradoxes, namely that, although Pignon's adoption of a gay identity is initially presented as a profoundly humiliating experience, ultimately this will prove the source of his professional and personal salvation.
The Ambivalence of 'Immaterial Labour'
At the beginning of the film, Pignon cuts a sorry figure; edged out of the company photograph, overlooked by his two female co-workers (his daily offer to get them a coffee is routinely ignored), on the verge of redundancy, he is also shunned by his ex-wife and estranged teenage son, both of whom ignore his telephone calls and requests for meetings on the basis that he is 'chiant'. Once his supposedly gay identity is revealed, however, all this changes. Not only does he keep his job; he has sex and forms a new couple with the company's most attractive female employee, his immediate superior Mlle Bertrand; his son is suddenly eager to spend time with him; even his ex-wife agrees to meet him for dinner. As Pignon himself concludes: 'Depuis que je passe pour un homo, j'ai commencé à me conduire comme un homme'.
Pignon's son's reaction to the revelation of his father's sexuality initially seems the easiest of these phenomena to explain. For Franck, gay identity appears to connote an attractive ethics of free self-expression, hence his sudden eagerness to share both a meal and a joint with a father he now sees more as a friend and equal than as a traditionally disciplinary paternal figure. Indeed, we could interpret Franck's attitude as representative of his generation as a whole, a younger generation educated in institutions, the family and the school, that have gradually shed their disciplinary characteristics to become instead the primary mechanisms for fostering the 'compétences' and the 'human capital' of their young charges. As Jean-Pierre Le Goff has argued, the new pedagogic techniques now routinely employed throughout the French school system address pupils precisely as 'entrepreneurs de soi', who are enjoined to sign 'individualised learning contracts', which stipulate not only goals to be achieved but also individual 'compétences' to be nurtured and evaluated. Hence, Le Goff, argues, the close homology between the kinds of 'évaluation des compétences' employed in the school and those used in the workplace: 'Dans les deux cas, la They represent a younger generation genuinely committed, initially at least, to
fostering the values of 'participation', 'mobilisation', and 'compétence' whose presence they seek to evaluate and elicit amongst the employees of the respective provincial factories to which they are attached.
Mlle Bertrand, the beautiful, efficient female executive, whose unmarried and childless status, Le Placard implies, is the price she has paid for having turned her back on her 'natural' destiny as wife and mother, also has some recognisable successors in more recent films. One example would be the character of Christine 
